Improve Feedback on Teaching And Learning at the University Through Peer Group  by Meerah, Tamby Subahan Mohd & Halim, Lilia
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
1877–0428 © 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2011.05.093
Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 18 (2011) 633–637
Teaching & Learning Congress UKM 2010  
Improve Feedback on Teaching And Learning at the University 
Through Peer Group 
Tamby Subahan Mohd Meerah* & Lilia Halim 
Faculty of Education, Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, 43600 UKM Bangi, Malaysia 
Received date here; revised date here; accepted date here 
Abstract 
Feedback has been found by many research has a significant important contribution on students learning. This study is based on 
action research aim to improve the quality of feedback and hence students’ learning. 21 postgraduate students were asked of their 
reactions to the importance of feedback on their learning and what changes they would prefer. Three lecturers’ views on the 
usefulness and practice of giving feedback were also sought out. Findings showed that the frequency of feedback received by the 
students was low and the quality of feedback was lacking. Based on the students’ views and the lecturers’ constraints in giving 
feedback, thus a plan of action was introduced in this study, using peer feedback. 
 




There is sudden upsurge in interest in the quality of students learning and teaching in higher institution in 
Malaysia and throughout the world. This has come about with the introduction of policies within the Ministry of 
Higher Education and the institution and the need to respond the accreditation and auditing policies by Malaysia 
Qualification Agency (MQA). The institution improves the lecturers teaching through their professional 
development course and workshops. Good teaching  is promoted through the provision of teaching excellence 
awards incentive.  
Current literature on higher education supports that lecturer feedback to students is an important ingredient of 
good teaching. There are many definitions on feedback. One common characteristic of all the definitions is to 
consider feedback as an interactive process which aims to provide learner with insights into their performance. The 
terminology used to describe may also be categorized into two broad group; Constructive/corrective/negative and 
reinforcing/ positive. Feedback can be in any form, written or verbal comment. Feedback written comments are 
comments written on drafts and assignment papers or e-mail messages responding to proposals or introductions, 
while verbal comments are personal conversations, and personal conversations during office hours or immediately 
after class.  
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The transition from school to university is often difficult for some students. They were not sure what is expected 
of them and whether what they have done in terms of studying or doing assignments have met the expectation of the 
lecturers. Thus feedbacks are important in terms of showing the gaps between their performance and the lecturer’s 
expectations. The feedbacks received may reinforce or diagnose their learning when the lecturers made explicitly the 
feedback. The information provided is also considered as evidence to let students know that lecturers are concerned. 
Students thus appreciate the lecturer feedbacks. Similarly it can be said for new graduate students who are 
embarking on their masters or doctorate programme. Also the needs of foreign postgraduates students may be more 
serious, when working in a foreign country. 
Research on the impact of feedbacks has shown the quality of the information provided is important. Students 
make use the feedback not only to guide revision and to improve their performance in the future. They make use of 
it to understand the instructor’s expectation, grasp, methodology, and gauge their progress in a course. Sometimes 
the feedback may have negative effect to students learning (Mory,2004), especially when students could not accept 
the negative comments or the comments were not meaningful or not thoughtful. The length and timing students 
receive feedback and the frequency of the feedbacks are also important in benefiting the feedback. (Kulik & Kulik, 
1988; Dempsey et. al, 1993). Analyses of studies by Blair, K.P (2009) revealed that there are four level of feedback 
perceptions (1) Correct/incorrect information (Students perceived only that there was a discrepancy between the 
outcome of their answer in the simulation and the desired goal state) (2) Direction information (Students perceived 
the direction of that discrepancy (too big or too small)). (3) Approximate magnitude information (Students perceived 
the approximate size of that discrepancy) (4) Exact magnitude (Students perceived the precise countable size of the 
discrepancy). 
This study focuses on feedback practice of university lecturers. This inquiry is based on action research and the 
aim was to improve the quality of feedback, for student learning. Based on a review literature it was generally 
accepted that feedback helps to improve students learning though with some caution as not all feedback lead to 
learning improvement. There are several conditions under which feedbacks have positive influence on learning. 
Among the factors are the context and form of the feedback.  
2. What Actions? 
The lecturers have to pay more attention to provide quality feedback in order to improve learning. There are a 
number of ways that lecturers could be trained on provision of feedback quality. The literature indicates that there 
are a number of alternative strategies such as the following:- 
 
a) a professional course or seminar on feedback. 
b) a in-service workshop with some practices. 
c) a micro teaching like approach on feedback during lecturing or group teaching. 
d) a CAR model as professional development. 
e) training in using students self feedback or peer feedback. 
3. What the student said? 
A preliminary run was carried to find out students reactions or attitudes on lecturers feedback and the current 
practice of lecturer providing feedback. Students were asked of their experience and what they thought on the 
feedbacks they had received and on the usefulness of feedback and what changes they would prefer. Questions 
posed to the students were : How do you feel about having feedbacks from your assignments on the course? How do 
you feel about the feedback thus far on the course (from your lecturer)? Do you take the feedback from your 
lecturers seriously? Are you happy on the quality of the feedback? Do you look forward for feedback on your 
learning? Three lecturers were randomly asked about the importance of giving feedback and their practice in giving 
feedback. 
The researcher took the opportunity during a festive to meet master students at random and open up a discussion 
leading to their experience in the courses they have all attended. The discussion went on well and everyone in the 
group of four or five participated. We informed the students during the conversation of the talk that we were 
collecting some information on how to improve the quality of graduate programme and their input were valuable. 
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Within the two hours or so we manage to meet a group of about 21 students. Only key information and some 
interesting quote were recorded in verbal.  
4. Student’s Response 
Overwhelmingly, all students were interested to have feedback on their performance. Typical comment was 
‘Grades are important to know but how the grades are awarded are also important to understand, where are our 
strength and weakness and how to improve’ 
It was a common practice to hold on to the students assignments that few viewed strongly to have their 
assignments returned for them to review their mistakes, as one students succinctly put it ‘we should have the right to 
have our assignment returned back to review all the remarks…’ 
When asked about how much and how frequent they have received their feedback, they regret told us, only a few 
had to reflect. However lecturers did provide general comments during lectures or group work sessions but not 
specifically referring to any particular individuals. Some have met the individual lecturer for feedback but were 
shown their assignment temporary for few minutes. They acquired, some lecturer did provide feedback out of class, 
in the laboratory or field work activities. The promptness of giving the feedback is also important. It should be 
immediate so that at least the students can refresh previous mistake and if its too long, students may be lose interest 
or have forgotten what they have done. The promptness may help students to diagnose their mistake or problem 
much earlier. Thus lecturer should not hold on too long on students’ assignments or works, if we are interested to 
improve the student’s leanings.  
Students do approach lecturers to gain the feedbacks on their previous work, writing or assignment. However 
common complaints were that some lecturers were unapproachable and unconcern on student’s difficulties in 
learning as they are pretty busy. Some though did provide strong support and gave some coaching and guidance at 
greater length or suggestion to improve students’ work. This finding supports a recent study by Ministry of Higher 
Education (SETARA, 2009) on the quality of learning and teaching 17 public universities in that students yearn for 
more and quality feedback. 
Others have pointed out that besides the lecturers, students can seek their own feedback through self evaluation 
and peer evaluation. Of course they should be informed or trained to some criteria on evaluation. The lecturers were 
aware that it is important to give feedback. But due to large size and the nature of the students (ie. part time 
students), providing face to face feedback is limited. 
The result of the study showed that students view receiving feedback from lecturers as necessary for improving 
their learning. The feedback the lecturers gave of course varies in terms of frequency, timing and quality. Generally 
students feel they need to receive feedback on the work they have done. While providing the information on 
students’ performance is one of the main means of providing feedback, lecturers can also provide feedback 
informally. One method is on-the-spot\ comments which are made during the practice which are situation-specific. 
This may occur during the observation made by the lecturers on aspects of practice. More feedback can also be 
provided using web. Another technique is through general conversation or discussion outside the formal setting. The 
later approach is often used in clinical supervision practice.  
5. Lecturer’s response 
The lecturers, running the research methodology course at Masters level, were briefly interviewed. This course is 
offered every semester. The students will be divided into two group – one during the middle of the week and usually 
in the morning for full time students and the other group offered is held in the evening, either on Friday (or Saturday 
morning), for mostly part-time students. Team teaching is being practiced and three lecturers will share the 3-hour 
lectures per week for 14 weeks. Sixty percent of the marks for the course will be based on coursework and 
submission of a ‘probable’ research proposal (which they will carry out on their project or dissertation work later in 
the programme of studies). 
Among the common comments, were well summarized by one of the respondents, “We know feedback is 
important and lecturers should provide as often as possible but it is the sheer size of the class and the amount of 
workload prevent us from practicing it. We would like to, but we can’t find the time,”.  
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But one of the respondents was a bit more defensive, “if the students want feedback, they should know how to 
find it…Some did come and see me but I can’t speak for the rest”. However it can be concluded as Carless D. (2006) 
put, “lecturers are busy people facing multiple demands.” 
6. Plan of Action 
Based on the preliminary findings the next step of our action research is to develop an action plan to improve the 
quality and frequency of feedback received by the postgraduate students. Three strategies recommended are a) self 
feedback, b) lecturer feedback and c) peer feedback. Drawing from our preliminary findings, the class size and the 




1. A class size of 40 students was randomly divided into two groups (Group 1 and Group 2) 
 
2. Group 2 (20 students) was selected to participate in the research  

3. The instructor met the group (only 18 turn-up) and gave a broad outline of the project. The students were to 
work in group of two. They were asked to exchange assignment, and each of them will evaluate their 
friend’s assignment and provide constructive suggestions to improve before the assignments were sent to 
their lecturers. Thus, prior to the handling of each assignment for grading, a peer evaluation exercise is 
conducted to allow students to provide and accept feedback for second opinion, revision and improvement 
of the assignment.  
 
4. Each student was thus required to study the comments and suggestions and improve their assignments if 
they accept the feedback.  
 
5. The group and researchers met after each lecture for half an hour. Discussions were held openly, and each 




1. Most of them described, they read each other works and provided the necessary remarks. They always held 
a discussion. All the reactions were positive generally, except one group has a problem, because the partner 
refused to make the suggested by the partner, as quoted here; 

“I read and provided my views and suggestion. But I found out later, the changes made were minimal and 
not to my satisfaction. Should I insists she made the changes?” 
 
Researcher later replied and told him, “not to go too far. Only provide the feedback and it is up to his 
partner to benefit from it.” 
 
Another two groups have mistook the idea. They go at length to discuss all other assignments in other 
courses taken. Researcher reacted by saying the purpose was for the research methodology course only. But 
if they want to use the approach, they are free to do so. 
 
2. The respondents perform assessment by giving feedbacks based on what they understood from the lectures 
and reading. They received prompt feedback and have been satisfied with their partner collaboration and 
they believe they have learnt a lot from their partner and their performance improve based on the 
evaluation from partner. 
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3. The respondents perceived that peer assessment was able to foster collaborative learning effectively. 
Through peer assessment, they were able to practise their marking technique and improve their 
understanding.  
 
4. Altogether, each respondent have to mark four assignments. 
 
5. The overall result of the assignment scores of the peer feedback group can be compared to the other group. 
All the assignments were marked by the other lecturers involved in teaching the research course.  
 
8. Conclusion of the study 
 
As indicated, feedback plays an important part in improving students learning. Of course not all feedbacks have 
positive impact, depending on the nature and promptness of the feedback. However, lecturers at the university are 
often too busy to provide the feedback and the sheer size of class and the diverse nature of their work have 
prevented them to write the feedbacks and return promptly. However, a review of the literature provide different 
alternatives of gaining feedbacks. Besides the lecturer, students can benefit peer and self evaluation. This study has 
shown, that peer feedback seemed to work and has a positive impact, and some students have established a stronger 
partnership in learning. However, in depth study could further enhance on how to improve peer feedback and guide 
the evaluation. 
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